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To address imminent concerns of global food security and agricultural sustainability,
international research activities are increasingly focusing on ways of improving the
food system’s efficiency and effectiveness at providing nutritious food for all in an
environmentally sustainable manner. A significant component of this will involve
understanding and ultimately influencing people’s dietary choices. However, for
people-oriented intervention strategies to be effective, the gaps between existing
behaviour and what is required for environmentally sustainable and healthy food
choices must be specified. This paper identifies priority areas for behavioural change in
relation to the types of food purchased, how they have been produced and the
individual’s food provisioning behaviour. In order to determine the most effective ways
to influence people’s consumption behaviour in light of these priority areas, the authors
conducted a pilot study on a group of 163 Australians who would be expected to be
‘early adopters’ of a sustainable diet. Results show that only around 1 in 10 are
presently actively engaged in reducing the environmental impact of their diets in these
priority areas. Hence, there is a significant need to engage many more people in
sustainable dietary behaviours. Furthermore, it was found that areas where
interventions are most likely to have the largest impact, based on high cost to the
environment and likelihood of citizens changing their behaviour, are reducing the
amount of food waste generated in the household and lowering the amount of junk food
eaten.
Keywords: diets; environmental sustainability; food system; citizens
Introduction
The global food system, which encompasses agricultural production, food processing,
distribution, retailing and consumption, is expected to experience an unprecedented
confluence of pressures over coming decades (GOS 2011). On the demand side, global
population size is anticipated to increase from seven billion today to nine billion by 2050
(UNGC 2012). Many of these individuals are expected to be wealthier than ever before
and are predicted to create demand for a more varied, high-quality diet which requires
additional resources to produce.
On the production side, competition for land, water and energy will intensify. The
effects of climate change will become increasingly apparent, resulting in an imperative to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to a changing climate. This is particularly
significant considering that the agriculture industry is one of the greatest emitters of
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greenhouse gases globally (Macdiarmid et al. 2012). Food production already dominates
much of the global land surface and water bodies. Maintaining biodiversity, therefore, is
an imperative for the Earth’s environmental systems. These stresses are placing the global
food system under pressure to produce more food using less natural resources (Lang 2009;
Beddington et al. 2012).
International research activities are consequently prioritizing areas for improving the
food system’s efficiency and effectiveness at providing nutritious food for all in a
sustainable manner (Edwards et al. 2011). This portfolio of activities is occurring at all
stages of the food supply chain. Thus, it include understanding and influencing the
behaviour of individuals (Godfray et al. 2010; Garnett 2011; Friel et al. 2013) in order to
harness the collective power of their food choices and hence cause changes further up the
supply chain.
The importance of citizen engagement and its contribution to food security has been
emphasized in recent prominent food policy documents (e.g. GOS 2011; UNGC 2012) and
include statements such as ‘the most important food security issue relates to the ways in
which we consume and use food’ (PMSEIC 2010). In addition, research (Pretty et al. 2010)
has confirmed that whilst an increasing number of individuals seek information, there is a
paucity of knowledge about ‘what is most useful to citizens wishing to make informed
decisions about the environmental and social impacts of their food choices’.
Background information
Collectively, individual dietary decisions form the main source of demand within the
dynamic and multifaceted food system. Individual desires, such as for readily available,
affordable, convenient, safe and arguably sustainable food, shape the food system (e.g. GOS
2011; DAFF 2013). The following conceptual framework (Figure 1) links dietary choices
with environmental sustainability by showing how, over time, a more environmentally
sustainable food system may be created by citizens changing their dietary behaviour.
Existing evidence for healthy diets encourages modest intakes of a diversity of
healthy foods to ensure, inter alia, an adequate supply of nutrients (NHMRC 2013). The
challenge now is to specify changes in behaviours required to enact sustainability
components of healthy diets (FAO 2010; Friel et al. 2013). This has been referred to as a
transformative change for society which will require re-establishing widespread
recognition amongst citizens of the dependence of their food on the natural environment
(Kickbusch 2011).
An individual’s food-related choices are a complex area of enquiry. Research has
identified numerous different factors that influence these choices (Furst et al. 1996). The
environmental impact of these choices is influenced by composition of diets, such as
the amount of beef and dairy, production systems (organic vs. conventional), level of
processing and distance between production and consumption (Thøgersen 2010).
Over time resulting in a 
more environmentally 
sustainable food system
Individuals gradually change 
towards more sustainable and 
healthy dietary behaviours 
Food system transforms in 
response to changing 
demand
Figure 1. Linking dietary choices with environment sustainability.
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